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WHAT IS THE NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL ON AGING? 


The National Advisory Council on Aging (NACA) was created by Order-in- 
Council on May 1, 1980 to assist and advise the Minister of National Health and 
Welfare on issues related to the aging of the Canadian population and the quality 
of life of seniors. NACA reviews the needs and problems of seniors and 
recommends remedial action, liaises with other groups interested in aging, 
encourages public discussion and publishes and disseminates information on 
aging. In carrying out its responsibilities, NACA also works closely with the 


Minister of State for Seniors. 


The Council has a maximum of 18 members from all parts of Canada. 
Members are appointed by Order-in-Council for two- or three-year terms and are 
selected for their expertise and interest in aging. They bring to Council a variety 


of experiences, concerns and aptitudes. 
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PREFACE 


The present report presents an overview of the problem of 
elder abuse in Canada, both in community and in institutional 
settings, and suggests strategies for intervention and for prevention. 
The text is an adaptation of a presentation | delivered in May 1990 
at the Foothills Hospital in Calgary, Alberta. 


Elder abuse, like other forms of family violence, is generally 
hidden and emotionally charged. Because it is a complex problem, 
that can take many forms, a number of strategies are required to 
care for the senior and to stop the abusive behaviour of the family 
member(s). Health and social service-providers, the police, lawyers, 
community groups, including women’s groups, and seniors 
themselves must actively collaborate to eliminate violence against 
older persons. Elder abuse is everyone’s problem and must be 
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ELDER ABUSE: MAJOR ISSUES FROM A NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 


The evidence of violence in society and in the family has raised much 


concern in recent years. Family violence in particular, is thought to be more 
prevalent, although generally more hidden. The 1960s and 1970s focused on 
child abuse and abuse of women in various forms, such as wife-battering, sexual 
assault and harassment. In the 1980s, elder abuse was brought out into the 
open. Mistreatment of seniors, or "granny-bashing", as it was sometimes called, 
was picked up by the press, both because the number of seniors in Canada is 
increasing and also because it is a highly emotional issue. 


It is now acknowledged in Canada and elsewhere that elder abuse is a 
sad reality and that it must be addressed. Abuse is everyone’s problem because 
it reflects a society's values and how it deals with its less powerful members: 
children, women and the elderly. 


1. A DEFINITION OF ELDER ABUSE 


The extent and nature of elder abuse is difficult to establish with certainty 
because researchers have defined the phenomenon inconsistently and because it 
is kept in silence by those involved. 


Researchers in the field have not reached a consensus on the scope of 
behaviours that can be defined as abusive. Some very broad definitions include 
self-neglect or self-inflicted harm. In other highly restrictive definitions, only 
behaviour that is wilful or intentional is considered abusive. While recognizing 
that there is no consensus yet on what constitutes elder abuse, the Department 
of National Health and Welfare has developed the following definition of abuse 
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and neglect to offer a common framework for research and intervention in 
Canada (National Clearinghouse on Family Violence, 1990): 


Physical abuse: involves assault, rough handling, sexual abuse, or the 
witholding of physical necessities such as food, 
personal care, hygienic care or medical care. 


Psychosocial abuse: _ involves verbal assault, social isolation, lack of affection, 
or denying the person the chance to participate in 
decisions with respect to his or her own life. 


Financial abuse: involves the misuse of money or property. This can 
include fraud or using the funds for purposes contrary to 
the needs and interests (or desires) of the older person. 


Neglect: can lead to any of these three types of abuse. It can be 
passive neglect if the caregiver does not intend to 
injure the dependent senior; or active when the 
Caregiver consciously fails to meet the needs of the 
senior. 


It may not be possible to reach a universally accepted definition of elder 
abuse and neglect, but it is important to be aware that the definition given to this 
problem will determine the scope and interpretations of research findings, and of 
course, the validity of any response such as legislation, interventions or 
advocacy. 
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2. RESPONSES TO ELDER ABUSE 


Recent surveys conducted in Canada (Podnieks and Pillemer, 1989) and 
the United States (Pillemer and Finkelhor, 1988), as well as reports from Western 
Europe (Hydle, 1989), suggest that the incidence of elder abuse and neglect 
ranges from 3 to 5% (4% in Canada). As is true of all forms of family violence, 
these results are an underestimate of the prevalence of the problem. 
Underreporting of abuse by victims themselves, family and close associates and 
professionals occurs for a number of reasons, especially the following ones: 


r it is extremely difficult to reach the victims, particularly if they are physically 
Or cognitively impaired or very fearful, since some of the victims are 
dependent on their abusers; 


a it is very painful for the victims to admit that those they love would behave 
in this harmful fashion. 


Thus, identifying seniors who have suffered abuse still presents a 
significant challenge. Nevertheless, it is apparent that elder abuse is ubiquitous. 
It occurs in urban, suburban and rural communities and across all socio- 
economic groups. It takes place within the immediate family, the community and 
in institutions. 


Despite the methodological problems stemming from imprecise definitions 
and from underreporting, some very important research has been conducted that 
can be used to develop strategies to prevent or to remedy elder abuse and 


neglect. 
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Most of the studies have been conducted on seniors living in the 
community in private dwellings; less research has been carried out on abuse and 


neglect in institutional settings. 


3. NATURE AND SCOPE OF ELDER ABUSE 


Research has shed some light on the nature and scope of elder abuse 
and the risk factors. In Canada, Podnieks and Pillemer (1989) undertook a 
national survey on abuse and neglect with the support of the Department of 
National Health and Welfare. 


3.1 Characteristics of victims of abuse 


The authors report that 4% of all seniors living in private dwellings--that is, 
about 98,000 Canadians--recently experienced some form of mistreatment. 
Rates varied somewhat across the country, with lowest and highest rates in the 
Prairies and in British Columbia, respectively. 


The most prevalent form of abuse--2.5% or 60,000 seniors--was material 
abuse. For example, victims were persuaded to give away their money, sign 
over their house or relinquish control over their finances, or were subject to 
undue influence or threats in making their will. Frequently, seniors were coerced 
to give money to the abuser. The abused person often lived alone, considered 
his or her health poorer than average, admitted unhappiness and often wished 
his or her life would end. Men were equally likely to be victims of material abuse. 
The abuser tended to be a distant relative or a non-relative (40% of abusers were 
friends, neighbours or acquaintances; 29% were sons or daughters and 24% 
were more distant relatives.) 
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Chronic verbal abuse was reported by 1.4% of the sample, that is, 
approximately 34,000 seniors in the general population. Those who experienced 
this form of abuse reported that they were threatened, insulted or sworn at ten 
times a year or more. These persons tended to be married and to be abused by 
spouses. Men and women were equally likely to be victims. They experienced 
some limitation in their daily activities owing to health problems, but nonetheless 
functioned independently. Victims reported that they were unhappy, but tended 
to blame themselves for the abuse. 


Physical violence was found to be relatively infrequent; that is, only 0.5%-- 
or 12,000 seniors--reported that they were pushed, grabbed, shoved or assaulted 
with or without a weapon. In the majority of cases, the abuser was the victim’s 
spouse. Interestingly, men were more likely to be victims, although the abuse 
suffered by male victims tended to be less severe (e.g., objects thrown at the 
victim) than abuse experienced by women (e.g., being threatened with a knife). 


Approximately one-quarter reported need for medical attention as a result 
of the violence. The victims were generally not more physically impaired or 
dependent on others to perform daily tasks. They were, however, more likely to 
live with a person with serious physical or emotional problems, including 
alcoholism. It is important to note again that many of the victims of physical 
violence tended to blame themselves. Also, they did not report the assault to the 
police, pretexting that it was simply a family matter or not important enough to 
report; besides seeking medical attention if necessary, victims merely left the 
room and may have told another relative or friend of the abuse. 


Although neglect was rather loosely defined in the national survey, about 
0.4%--or 10,000 seniors--reported suffering from neglect related to shopping, 
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meal preparation and housework. In this instance, almost all victims were 
women and abusers were for the most part the spouse, daughter and daughter- 
in-law. Another type of neglect identified was denial of access to grandchildren. 


Other investigators have gathered similar reports of the kinds of abuse 
inflicted on seniors. The Canadian data also are consistent with American 
findings (Pillemer, 1985) which indicate that for each category of abuse, a 
different profile of the victim and of the abuser emerges. 


Nevertheless, persons shown to be at high risk for abuse include people 
over 75 years of age, persons who depend on someone else for daily care, 
isolated seniors and those who have behaviours that are difficult to handle, such 
as bouts of aggression, wandering or incontinence (Podnieks, 1990). A number 
of abused seniors show some signs of cognitive impairment. Many studies 
indicate that both abused and abusers often, but not always, come from low 
socio-economic groups and that most live together in the same household. 
Contrary to the stereotype of the "granny" who is "bashea", Pillemer and 
Finkelhor (1988) report that men tend to be victims of elder abuse more often 
than women, possibly because men are more likely than women to be married 
and therefore living with someone; in other words, widowhood may have freed a 
significant number of elderly women from spousal abuse. 


3.2 Characteristics of abusers 


With respect to the abusers, the spouse is the most frequent offender, 
followed by sons and sons-in-law, and daughters and daughters-in-law, usually 
when they live in the same household. The abuser is often financially dependent 
on the elderly victim; alcoholism, drug addiction and personality problems are 
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also common characteristics of abusers. Chronic verbal abusers were described 
as being under a great deal of stress and to have emotional problems, although 
alcohol dependency did not emerge as a salient characteristic. Quite recently, 
Pillemer and Finkelhor (1989) found that caregivers were less frequently abusers 
than were "problem" relatives who were not caring for the senior.’ The abusers 
are themselves frequently late middle-aged adults or seniors. 


Some authors have suggested that in some families there is an 
intergenerational legacy of abuse, in the sense that persons who were abused as 
children in turn abuse their abusers when the latter are old and frail. For 
example, an anonymous poet quoted by Rachel Schlesinger (1988) wrote the 
following verse: 

When | was a laddie 
| lived with my Granny 
And many a hiding me Granny gi’ed me 
Now | am a man 
And | live with my Granny 
And | do to my Granny 
What she did to me. 


Support for this hypothesis is not generally available, however, and the link 
with child abuse is not as clear. In contrast, spousal abuse among senior 
couples may well be a continuation of patterns of conjugal violence established 
earlier in the relationship (Podnieks, 1990). 


1; Recent data on caregivers’ propensity for violence suggest that although about 20% of 
caregivers of Alzheimer’s Disease victims feared becoming violent, only 3% actually do commit 
an act of violence. Risk factors for abuse by caregivers include situational characteristics, 
emotional problems of the caregiver, stress and social isolation (Pillemer, 1991). 
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Much abuse will not be seen by professionals, and, in fact, the vulnerable 
isolated seniors and their abusers are largely invisible; few know what goes on 
behind closed doors. 


3.3 Abuse against institutionalized seniors 


Nationally, about 10% of seniors reside in institutional settings. Because 
there is as yet no well-controlled research on abuse in these settings, most of the 
available evidence is anecdotal. There are nevertheless enough complaints and 
investigations of deaths and injuries in nursing homes, homes for the aged and 
even in acute care hospitals to know that the problem is real. Furthermore, the 
same barriers to reporting abuse are present because the victims are dependent, 
fearful of reprisal or unable to communicate their plight. 


Besides individual threats or physical violence by staff, abuse in institutions 
can include the inappropriate or excessive use of physical or chemical restraints, 
such as "gerry chairs", bed railings and sedatives. The fact that mandatory 
reporting of mistreatment of residents in institutions has become law in a number 
of provinces can be taken as evidence that claims of abuse have been real and 
frequent enough to require legislative action. 


Professional staff are often unaware of or unwilling to face the possibility of 
abuse that results from pressure to deliver services in situations that are less 
than adequate. It is clear that poor training of staff who deliver direct care, 
limited or inappropriate goals of care, inadequate resources to assure quality of 
life, and so on, play a part in the stress, frustration, anger and burnout among 
staff that may result in abuse and victimization of elderly patients. 
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4. STRATEGIES FOR INTERVENTION 


Experts in the field concur that elder abuse is a complex issue for which 
there are no easy answers or quick fixes. Measures to stop or prevent elder 
abuse must be relevant to the particular circumstances of each case. There is 
no one "right" approach, but a variety of strategies, because the source of 
abusive behaviour is so varied and complex. 


4.1 Information and training 


The first step has been and will continue to be the provision of information 
to raise the level of public awareness of the problem, to increase the ability of 
both laypersons and professionals to identify elder abuse and to provide 
appropriate assistance. Moreover, seniors must be informed about available 
services--for example, how to obtain information regarding the process and 
consequences of granting Power of Attorney and to whom control over one’s 
estate should be granted. 


To stop elder abuse and neglect in institutions, there is a need to enhance 
the training of all professionals involved with seniors to intervene appropriately. 
Effective and appropriate training may include police intervention, counselling by 
professionals or peers, emergency shelters, distress lines, self-help groups, legal 
assistance, medical care, advocacy services and financial counselling. Staff can 
be trained to talk to patients with courtesy, to maintain their dignity and so on 
while they feed, bathe or dress the patients. Staff need to be better trained to 
care for the frail elderly in general and to deal with difficult patient behaviours. 
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A number of institutions and agencies have developed protocols to 
improve care and to assist service-providers in recognizing and dealing with 
abuse or neglect. Assessment instruments have been constructed, although the 
validity and reliability of these questionnaires have yet to be determined. 
Elaborating accurate assessment techniques will continue to be critical as long as 
both the victims and abusers are more strongly motivated to hide the abuse than 


to seek help. 
4.2 Support services for abusers 


Help for abusers or potential abusers needs to be implemented to stop the 
cycle of violence. Psychotherapy, financial aid, alternative accommodation, 
employment or addiction counselling, training in coping and life-skills strategies 
can be offered to the abuser with psychosocial problems. Conjoint therapy, 
family counselling or support groups may be in order in cases of spousal 
violence. For caregivers who respond to stress with violence, potentially 
effective measures include caregiver training, support groups, respite and day 
care services, and modifying work schedules to reduce conflict between 
employment and caregiving. 


4.3. Focus on research 


Effective intervention requires more focused research. Causal theories of 
elder abuse need to be verified in order to design effective models of 
interventions. Programs must be evaluated to find out operationally what works 
and why. Finally, attention must be directed to fine-tuning assessment 
instruments to improve the detection of elder abuse and neglect. 
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4.4 Review of family law 


Family law, particularly legislation concerning Enduring Power of Attorney, 
mental incompetency, guardianship and trusteeship has been under increasing 
scrutiny in an effort to improve the legal framework for protecting persons with 
diminished physical or mental capacities. For example, a major reform of 
guardianship law is underway in Ontario, and for the first time in Canada, social 
advocacy services for vulnerable adults will be introduced.” In the Atlantic 
provinces, adult protection legislation has been enacted to facilitate investigation 
and intervention by health and social service professionals in cases of abuse. 
Reporting of suspected abuse is mandatory in Newfoundland and Nova Scotia. 
While the aim is laudable, the effectiveness of adult protective services has been 
questioned (Gordon et al., 1991); perhaps more importantly, mandatory reporting 
requirements are criticized because they violate the right of mentally competent 
adults to choose how they want to live (Gordon and Tomita, 1990). 


5. STRATEGIES FOR PREVENTION 


The best strategy for dealing with elder abuse is to prevent it by supporting 
the autonomy and quality of life of seniors, both in the community and in 
institutions. In this context, there are attitudinal issues still to be grappled with. 
Seniors are still seen as "burdens"; the real "give and take" mutual aid between 
generations is often overlooked and the elderly are perceived as always being on 
the receiving end. Fortunately, seniors are becoming more active, taking control 
of their lives and advocating for their needs. There is a need to empower 


2. For more information regarding legislation and legislative reforms in family law in Canada, refer 
to the National Advisory Council on Aging, Expression (1991, Winter). 
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seniors--and this requires that society recognize the importance of their 
contributions and enable them to be as independent as possible. 


Fostering independence as a means of fighting elder abuse means 
providing adequate income, appropriate housing--for instance, a range of housing 
options, including arrangements for assisted independent living--accessible 
transportation, health care and social services. Resources can be provided 
directly to seniors needing care to purchase services required to live 
independently or, at least, semi-independently. There is less abuse when 
individuals are not living in the same household; moreover, most seniors also 
want "intimacy at a distance”. 


A promising approach is the public health and community development 
model. There could be efforts to build networks from the family to the community 
through social and health centres, churches and other agencies. Communities 
can also be organized to be more friendly to its elderly members. The TANDEM 
program in Montreal, which involves the Montreal Police Force in co-operation 
with many other community agencies is an excellent example of community 
action to improve the security of all residents. 


In institutions, workers must receive greater social recognition. Their 
working conditions, including shifts, staff-patient ratios, salaries and benefits need 
to be enhanced. Protocols, guidelines and standards of care may be useful in 
dealing with abuse specifically, but more must be done to eliminate the conditions 
that foster abuse in institutions. Alternatives to restraints can be tried. Privacy 
can be respected and autonomy fostered, even for persons with severe 
limitations. Integration of institutional and community services would be a 
positive step. There will never be enough resources--time, money, people--but 
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priorities can be set. It would help too if professionals came to regard working 
with the elderly as being just as important, challenging and rewarding as working 
in intensive care units or in pediatrics. The goal of becoming a caring society 
can be reached. 


6. CONCLUSION 


Despite the problems researchers have experienced in collecting reliable 
information regarding the prevalence of elder abuse and the causes, much has 
been done in a short time to increase public and professional awareness and to 
initiate intervention programs. More needs to be done, however, and the 
treatment and prevention of elder abuse and neglect must remain on the national 
agenda. 


Undoubtedly, the experience and knowledge gained with respect to other 
forms of family violence can be applied in dealing with elder abuse, although one 
must be careful not to assume that all family violence is the same and that the 
same intervention strategies are equally applicable. In discussing and in caring, 
hopefully we will be involved as individuals and as a society in preventing, or at 
least in minimizing violence in our society, including elder abuse. 
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